PREFACE

The problem of the depressed classes has of late become
the focus of public attention. There is hardly any book, how-
ever, which gives a comprehensive account of their conditions
of life. The available literature on the subject deals generally
with'their political or ethnological problems. In this volume an
attempt has been made to analyse the fundamental social and
economic problems of the depressed classes in the Punjab, the
United Provinces, Bihar and Bengal. These four provinces
together account for about 65 per cent of the total population
of the depressed classes in India (provinces only).

The work was commenced in 1938 and the collection of
data was completed before Indian economy had been seriously
disturbed by the stress of War-time conditions. Though the
picture presented in the book is that of 'normal conditions', I
have no doubt that the impact of War has not materially changed
the basic problems of these classes.

The major part of the work is based on intensive first-hand
investigations, but books like Ghurye's jfface and Caste in India,
Blunt's Caste System.of Northern India, Mukerjee's Economic
Problems of Modern India, and Government Publications like
the Census Reports and the District Gazetteers have been freely
referred to.

For the collection of the bulk of the data, I have had to visit
a large number of villages with predominant or scattered
depressed class populations. The selection of the districts
surveyed depended principally on the distribution of important
depressed castes and the natural regions of each province,

Investigations were undertaken with special reference to
the conditions of small farming, rents/ agricultural wages and
begar (forced labour) as well as small industries and subsidiary
employment, The social disabilities of the various depressed
castes have also been studied first-hand together with recent
improvements in their education and status and the movement
that is now in progress for their assimilation in the Hindu caste
hierarchy, The basic causes underlying indebtedness and har-
wahi (agrestic serfdom) have been analysed and an attempt has
been made to present a realistic picture of their standard of